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ABSTRACT
Established development organisations face a long-standing legitimacy 
crisis for not living up to the expectations once set. Meanwhile, thou-
sands of small-scale, voluntary development organisations – referred 
to as Private Development Initiatives (PDIs) – have joined the field of 
international development. In this article, I examine the legitimacy of 
their acts from a local government perspective based on an analysis of 
four dimensions of legitimacy: regulatory, pragmatic, normative and 
cognitive legitimacy. The study took place in May 2017 in the Kenyan 
coastal county of Kwale. A range of government officials were inter-
viewed on how they perceive the interventions of international devel-
opment organisations in general, and Dutch PDIs in particular, and on 
their cooperation with these development actors. The study shows that, 
although many of these PDIs operate in areas that fall under the respon-
sibility of the local government, most of them have a rather limited 
cooperation with the local government, putting their legitimacy in the 
eyes of local government officials at stake.
Introduction
This study is based in Kwale County, the most southern coastal county of Kenya, an area of 
8270 km2 and about 650,000 inhabitants.1 With the beautiful white, sandy beaches of Diani, 
Kwale County is one of the top destinations for tourist visiting Kenya.2 Diani Beach has been 
awarded ‘Africa’s leading beach destination’ for the past five years. As a result, the hospitality 
sector is the number one provider of paid jobs.3 Despite the benefits the county derives from 
being a popular tourist destination, of the 47 counties in Kenya, Kwale County is one of the 
five most deprived counties in terms of people living below the poverty line and inequality.4 
Kwale County can count on the support of a very large and diverse group of both national 
and international development actors in battling poverty, inequality and exclusion. From 
large-scale bilateral players such as United States Agency for International Development 
(USAID) and Danish International Development Agency (DANIDA) to small-scale do-it-your-
self type of organisations, all of these are active in the county. The composition of the field 
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of development actors there forms a perfect reflection of the changing aid architecture and 
hence allows for studying a new set of research questions this raises.
Kwale County provides an appropriate case study as it demonstrates that the once rela-
tively uncomplicated reality of (inter)governmental agencies and NGos as main actors in 
development is challenged by an ever-growing number of a more diverse group of actors 
entering the field, each with their own motives and modus operandi. This challenges the 
notion of international development as a community of actors with a shared language, 
values or standards, and working methods, as described by Develtere.5 Besides, new actors 
contest the existing monopoly of traditional development actors and increasingly turn the 
development community into an arena characterised by competition for funding, legitimacy 
and even recipients.6 This amalgam of actors brings along a new range of research questions. 
From the perception of the Global North, where many, but certainly not all, of these new 
actors originate from, these include questions about the distinctive character and role of 
these actors, the type of synergies and innovation, if any, resulting from this and donors’ 
responses to competitive funding requests from both established and new actors.7
From the perception of the aid receiving countries, questions on relating to and governing 
of this new aid architecture are very prominent. Studies on proliferation and fragmentation 
of the field of international development cooperation clearly show that the transaction costs 
resulting from the increasing number of donor agencies lead to serious, negative conse-
quences for receiving countries. overlap, duplication and high administration costs involved 
with managing different working methods, requirements and expectations of different (type 
of ) donors are only some of the consequences.8
In this current research, the response of receiving countries towards this diversifying field 
is central. Specifically, in an exploratory manner, this article focuses on the perceptions of 
local government authorities in Kwale County with regard to one particular alternative devel-
opment actor: small-scale, voluntary development organisations, referred to as Private 
Development Initiatives (PDIs). I focus here in particular on Dutch PDIs operating in the area, 
building on previous research.9 This study aims to get a clear understanding of how local 
government authorities perceive the work of these organisations, and if, how and why they 
interact with them. The findings will be analysed from a legitimacy perspective. Starting 
from an understanding of legitimacy as a ‘generalized perception […] that the actions of an 
entity are desirable, proper or appropriate within a socially constructed system of norms, 
values, beliefs and definitions’,10 this study aims to broaden our understanding of the con-
struct of PDI legitimacy through the eyes of local government officials.11 Accordingly, in this 
analysis, the county government forms the legitimising audience.12 I use the models of 
lister13 and, partly, ossewaarde et al.14 because both stress and incorporate the importance 
of perspective in their models. In a more or less similar manner, they distinguish between 
four different dimensions or sources of legitimacy: regulatory, pragmatic, normative and 
cognitive. Regulatory legitimacy refers to the conformity with regulatory institutions, rules 
and laws.15 Pragmatic legitimacy questions if an organisation conforms to the demands of 
the legitimising audience; it thus rests on the self-interest of an organisation’s audience.16 
Normative legitimacy deals with congruence between the values pursued by an organisation 
and wider ‘societal’ values; it is based on a collective account of responsibility for the fate of 
victims.17 ossewaarde et al.18 conclude that mission statements of an international aid agency 
create a normative source of legitimacy. A final source of legitimacy – cognitive – is based 
on cognition, referring to ‘mental models’ of the stakeholders and the agency. It is not just 
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‘Do we agree with the vision of this agency?’ (normative legitimacy), but also ‘Is this agency 
“one of us”’?19 The question addressed here is what characteristics or behaviours the county 
government considers when assessing the legitimacy of PDIs.20
The background section will first provide a more in-depth understanding of the changing 
aid architecture with particular attention to PDIs as alternative development actors. This is 
followed by an introduction to Kwale County in general, and its development situation and 
development organisations’ scenery in particular. Third, the research approach is introduced 
after which the findings of the study are presented, discussed and concluded. 
Research context
In the past decade, the world of international development has undergone rapid changes, 
instigated by what is sometimes referred to as the ‘triple revolution’.21 This refers to the 
emergence of new development goals (global collective action problems such as pandemics, 
climate change, energy crisis); the rise of new development actors; and the growing number 
of new development instruments, a trend also referred to as innovative development 
finance.22 This study takes as its starting point the second aspect of the revolution: the 
increase in number and diversity of players in the field of international development. In 
academia there is a growing attention for the emergence, role and position of new(ly rec-
ognised) actors such as emerging state actors (e.g. China) and more unusual suspects such 
as celebrity humanitarians and private foundations.23 Conventionally, three aid channels are 
distinguished. First, there is the bilateral aid channel, referring to government-to-government 
support. Second, the bilateral aid channel refers to intergovernmental organisations such 
as the World Bank and the UN. Finally, there is the civilateral channel including civil society 
organisations, most often grouped under the heading of non-governmental organisations 
(NGos). Actors in these three channels are seen as ‘traditional donors’ in the sense that they 
find ‘their raison d’être in international development co-operation’ and they essentially form 
‘one community […] with a domain-specific set of values and norms, codes of conduct, and 
their own discourse and vocabulary’.24 Interestingly, and indicative of their position in the 
field of international development, an omnipresent alternative actor in many Northern coun-
tries remains largely untouched: the thousands of ordinary individuals who actively engage 
in the fight against poverty by starting their own small-scale, voluntary development organ-
isation. I refer to these organisations as PDIs.
In recent years, academic interest in this growing group of ‘do-it-yourself’ type of devel-
opment organisations is increasing; with each scholar using its own terminology and defi-
nition.25 The common denominator in this range of definitions is the small-scale (in terms 
of people involved and budget) and the voluntary character of these groups. With regards 
to the Netherlands, a PDI is defined as (1) a group of people who (2) give support in a direct 
way (3) to one or more developing countries. Accordingly, PDIs are not only active in the 
Netherlands and their task is not limited to (financially) supporting other Dutch develop-
ment organisations. They offer (4) structural support for organisations, communities or 
groups of people rather than one-off, individual support. Added to this are three charac-
teristics that clearly distinguish PDIs from established (or traditional) development organ-
isations: PDIs (5) do not receive direct funds from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, (6) are 
small in scale and (7) voluntary in character.26 Small-scale is defined as having fewer than 
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20 regular members,27 or an annual budget of less than 1 million euro. The voluntary char-
acter is defined on the basis of an upper limit of 20% or less of paid members in charge of 
the running of the organisation.28 These demarcations are contestable. however, since 
organisations have to meet all seven criteria mentioned above to be referred to as a PDI, 
this group of organisations clearly distinguishes itself from more established development 
organisations or other alternative development actors.29
Two surveys among nearly 900 Dutch PDIs30 show the following picture: run by, on 
average, four volunteers, Dutch PDIs spend on average 50,000 euro per year on development 
projects with a geographical concentration on Africa (e.g. Kenya, Ghana, Uganda) and Asia 
(e.g. Indonesia, India, Nepal). A large majority (94%) of PDIs is managed only by volunteers. 
Most Dutch PDIs are founded or run by older persons (55 years of age and above) and 
established mostly by apparent coincidence after a journey or longer stay in a developing 
country. For the largest part of their budget, PDIs depend on donations of private donors.31
Although PDIs are not a new phenomenon per se, the process of globalisation and 
economic prosperity in strongly individualised Northern societies has resulted in increased 
tourism and volunteering opportunities. This is confirmed by the two datasets showing 
that nearly 45% of the PDIs are established as a result of a holiday, volunteer work or intern-
ships in a developing country. In addition, this is reflected in the popular project countries 
of PDIs, with most of them being popular, long-haul holiday destinations.32 These large-scale 
macro processes can hence be seen as important push factors for the ‘mainstreaming’ of 
the field international development.33 Development projects and fundraising plans are 
designed in living rooms, churches or schools, and executed on a voluntary basis by ordinary 
citizens. Development cooperation is becoming more and more the task ‘of all of us’, taking 
place in everyday life.34 A process also referred to as democratising development/for-
eign aid.35
however small these individual organisations are, studies’ estimates on the (increas-
ing) number of PDIs, the number of people involved and their estimated total budget 
illustrate that establishing and running a PDI is not anecdotal; they are increasingly 
present and visible.36 For the Netherlands, a 2014 study showed 4% of the adult popu-
lation (about half a million) to be actively involved in one (or more) of the several thou-
sands of PDIs.37 In 2015, Dutch PDIs received contributions of about 47 million euro from 
Dutch households.38 In England and Wales, there were around 2300 internationally 
operating charities with a budget up to £100,000 in 1995. This number rose to over 
10,000 in 2014, of which nearly half had a budget of £10,000.39 A European mapping of 
PDIs concluded that PDIs ‘are common and widespread throughout Europe, but under 
different labels, in different quantities, and often unknown as a concept or notion of its 
own’.40 In the US, this type of ‘do-it-yourself ’ development is increasingly recognised. 
Schnable41 has shown there to be more than 11,000 registered American relief and 
development organisations of which nearly 60% (6600) have an annual budget less than 
US$25,000 and hence are presumably run exclusively by volunteers or at least ‘bear 
heavy burdens of voluntary labor’.42
Roughly, PDI studies so far can be grouped in three categories: PDIs’ being (mapping, 
typifying, coming of age), doings (interventions, sustainability, impact, accountability) and 
relating (with stakeholders such as beneficiaries, other development actors, back-donors). 
This current study belongs to the third category of studies and does so by focusing on the 
relations of PDIs with local (i.e. global south) governments.
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PDIs and local government
The majority of PDIs’ development interventions take place at a local (versus national or 
regional) level and can be characterised as ‘service delivery’ type of activities, with a large 
number of projects aiming at children and young people in the area of health care and 
education.43 Therefore, most PDIs intervene in areas that generally (but not exclusively) 
belong to government jurisdiction. Considering this, cooperation between PDIs and local 
government authorities would therefore be expected. however, studies so far have found 
that many PDIs tend to ignore local government authorities.44 As concluded by Appe and 
Telch, most PDIs keep the government ‘at arm’s length.45 In some cases, this is a deliberate 
act: they do not wish to cooperate with government officials because of their conviction 
that this involves corruption and unwanted bureaucracy. For others, working with the gov-
ernment is not how their organisation operates; they have not considered this and are not 
convinced, or even aware, of the possible necessity to do so. A larger group of PDIs maintains 
a consultative relationship with the local government in the area wherein they operate. They 
inform civil servants concerned on their presence and plans or request necessary information. 
In response to the question if they cooperate with the local government, the founder and 
manager of a Dutch PDI installing solar systems in primary and secondary schools in Western 
Kenya states:
No. We do make ourselves known to the government. But we do not cooperate with them. If 
the government asks us something, we will do it. But we are not part of the local development 
programmes. That is because we do not trust the government. They like what we do, but we 
do not participate in their programmes. We only inform them on what we did. (Interview PDI 
founder 2010).
In existing studies, only a smaller group could be traced that actively cooperates with the 
government, with some PDIs establishing a Memorandum of Understanding with govern-
ment authorities resulting in jointly designed, implemented and funded programmes and 
others actively trying to influence government policy.
Kwale County’s current status
The passing of the Kenyan constitution in 2010 was the start of a process of decentralisation, 
referred to as ‘devolution’: transferring power and resources to local governments.46 
Considering this new Kenyan government structure, studying the relation between PDIs 
and local government authorities becomes particularly pertinent. In the new government 
constituency, a range of government functions previously belonging to the responsibility 
of the national government, have been devolved to the 47 counties in the country.47 Among 
these functions are agriculture, health, transport and pre-primary education, village poly-
technics, home craft centres and childcare facilities. After the 2013 general elections, the 
first county governments came into office. one of the first tasks of county governments 
was drafting a five-year (2013–2017) County Integrated Development Plan (CIDP). This plan, 
starting from a participatory assessment of the development state of the county, offers an 
overall framework for development. It aims to co-ordinate the work of both levels of the 
government in a coherent plan to improve the quality of life for all the people. The plan 
and budgeting resulted from an extensive, active consultation of the local population. 
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Kenyan citizens have the mandate to hold the government accountable and the govern-
ment is obliged to report, both on short- and long-term results, to its citizens.48 Kwale 
County published its first CIDP in 2013 (2013–2017) and second in 2018 (2018–2022).49
Both of these CIDPs, and data of the Kenyan Bureau of Statistics, show that Kwale County 
faces considerable challenges in terms of socio-economic development of its population. 
Despite the revenues Kwale County receives via tourism, Kwale is still one of the more 
deprived of the 47 counties of Kenya: 71% of the population of Kwale County lives below 
the poverty line compared to 45.9% of the Kenyan population. Moreover, in terms of employ-
ment, education, water and sanitation, the living conditions of Kwale’s inhabitants are worse 
compared to other counties.50 In her historical account, Berman explains in great detail how 
the coastline of Kwale County, in particular the village of Diani, became an important tourism 
destination, with Germany in particular heavily investing in tourism infrastructure from the 
early 1960s onwards. Two main reasons can be distilled explaining why this did not result 
in a more prosperous state of the county and its population. First, as Berman explains, during 
the 1980s and 1990s ‘building boom’, (illegal) land transactions were the order of the day in 
the Diani area, leaving many local villagers, mainly Digo, landless. As a result, the large influx 
of tourist did not so much result in increased living standards for the local population, but 
in a more deprived position.51 Currently, most hotels are owned and/or managed by for-
eigners or upcountry Kenyans, meaning a large part of the revenue leaves the county.52 
Second, the hospitality sector caters for the largest part of household income stemming 
from wage earnings. however, wage earnings make up only 8.6% of the average household 
income.53 So only a small part of the county’s population directly benefits from incomes 
generated through tourism.
Whereas unequal distribution of revenues stemming from tourism cannot be referred 
to as the single origin of Kwale County’s present-day situation, it is against this background 
one should understand the current situation of the county, the challenges the county 
government is confronted with and the (potential) role development actors can take up 
in Kwale.
Kwale County and the development architecture
Available government resources are inadequate for achieving the goals set in the CIDP but 
Kwale County is home to a large and very diverse group of international development actors 
bringing in large amounts of extra resources.54 An exhaustive overview of players, their 
budget and areas of intervention is not available. Nevertheless, Table 1 gives a snapshot of 
the range of development actors which this current study came across. These are actors that 
are currently working in the county, or have done so in the recent past. This mapping, as is 
the study, focused on international development agencies. This overview shows that all 
different types of development actors are present in the county.
What is particularly striking in the mapping of Kwale County’s development scenery is 
the high density of PDIs operating in Kwale County. This is a direct result of Kwale being a 
popular tourist destination, with many of these tourists starting their own foundation in 
the aftermath of their visit.55 In countries located in what is currently referred to or perceived 
as the Global South, being a tourism hotspot (countries, regions or towns) often coincides 
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with a high density of PDI activity. Examples of this are Gambia, Bali (Indonesia), Moshi 
(Tanzania), Cape Coast (Ghana), Cusco (Peru) and Antigua (Guatemala).56 Kwale County 
forms no exception to this rule. In Germans on the Kenyan Coast, Berman describes how 
interwoven the areas of development (‘charity’ in her account) and tourism are in Kwale 
County. She describes how ‘many tourist […] feel compelled to improve the living conditions 
of African Kenyans and engage in humanitarian aid activities’.57 An expat living in Kwale 
County and involved in a charity himself explains the large number of visitors getting 
involved in a PDI:
they [tourists] spend ten days in an all-in resort. At the end of their stay, they feel the need to 
go out and visit an orphanage or a school. They buy some pens or candies for the kids as a way 
to buy off their guilt. (Informal conversation founder PDI)
Establishing and developing relations with this large and diverse group of development 
actors is clearly work in progress for the government of Kwale. This can be seen from a 
comparison of the first and second CIDP. In the first CIDP, the section ‘resource mobilisation’ 
does not explicitly mention civil society actors as partners bringing in resources that can be 
deployed in reaching government plans.58 Interestingly, the second CIDP does mention 
‘non-state actors’ as stakeholders in achieving the county goals. The documents states that 
‘they [non-state actors] will be encouraged to invest in governance and development sectors 
of choice especially on capacity building of county governance structures and communities 
they work with’.59 ‘The following roles for non-state actors are being distinguished: play a 
critical role in supporting policy formulation processes, financing projects and programmes, 
providing civic education to the citizenry, providing watchdog roles, conducting or supporting 
surveys and researches and development as well as supporting resource mobilization 
activities’.60 
Achieving this type of cooperation requires, first, that the government is aware of the 
presence and activities of these external development actors, and second, that such aware-
ness can be translated into forms of coordination and alignment between the local govern-
ment and the different external actors involved in development in the county. It is a 
challenging endeavour for the fairly young Kwale County government to ensure that this 
large in number and strongly diverse group of development actors contribute to reaching 
the CIDP and benefit the population of Kwale County.
Table 1. overview of development scenery Kwale County.
Bilateral Multilateral Civilateral Philanteral
daNida (denmark) World Bank Plan international agha Khan Foundation
uSaid (uSa) ioM red Cross international Base Titanium
GiZ (Germany) uNdP aCT international Several hundreds of Pdis 
from different 
nationalities (e.g. 
Belgium, Germany, 
uK, the Netherlands)
eu (european 
development Fund)
Global environment Facility WWF
ForMiN (Finland) Search for Common Ground
Sida (Sweden) agha Khan Foundation
Source: interviews Kwale 2017, complemented with web-based search.
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Research approach
This exploratory study took place in May 2017 in the southern coastal county of Kwale 
County, Kenya. This site was selected because of its high concentration of development 
organisations in general and PDIs in particular.61 First, I undertook a web-based mapping of 
Dutch PDIs operating in Kwale, including an overview of the main characteristics of these 
organisations. This allowed for obtaining a clear understanding of the presence of PDIs in 
the county. Their intervention areas, both thematic and geographical, the size of the organ-
isations and historical origins were included in the mapping. Second, I carried out interviews 
with county government officials of different departments. Departments were chosen in 
accordance to the thematic orientation of PDIs including health and education. Interviewees 
were selected based on their function and role within the department. All were in positions 
where cooperation with development organisations would have been part of their role. Nine 
interviews took place with different ministers, directors and chief officers. By talking to dif-
ferent officials within one department, it aimed to get a comprehensive understanding of 
the relations between the government and PDIs. In the interviews with government officials, 
I focused on aspects of awareness, including if government officials were aware of or familiar 
with the presence of PDIs operating in Kwale County, and their possible cooperation and 
perceptions, that is, how government officials perceive the activities of PDIs and their rela-
tions with the county government. Although the focus of this study is on PDIs, conversations 
also turned to other, more established, development actors. This resulted in some, although 
tentative, comparisons of how PDIs relate to the county government and how established 
development actors do so.62
These interviews were complemented with analyses of government policy documents 
and interviews with three local small NGos and one large NGo. In addition, this study builds 
on previous, qualitative and quantitative research on PDIs that included, among others, work 
done in Kwale County. All names of respondents and ministries have been anonymised to 
protect confidentiality.
Findings
The web-based mapping of Dutch PDIs operating in Kwale County resulted in an overview 
of 49 organisation currently operating in the area, as well as those that have been active 
in the recent past. These organisations were established in the period 1992–2017, and on 
average they have been working in the county for 11 years. Figure 1 illustrates the increase 
of Dutch PDIs working in Kwale. A large number (n = 32) of these organisations intervene 
in the area of education, with over half also supporting projects with a different thematic 
orientation (such as health care). Twelve PDIs have a health care focus. A smaller number 
supports shelters for children and youngsters, income generating activities and water and 
sanitation projects. The mapping provides information of the 2016 annual budget of 30 of 
the organisations. Their annual budgets range from 2300 euro to 260,000 euro. The total 
annual budget of these organisations amounts to 1,669,420 million euro in 2016. This means 
that together these 30 PDIs spend on average 2.5 euro per inhabitant of Kwale County. This 
budget equals 12% of the government’s budget for health care and education in that same 
period.63 All of the PDIs involved in the study operate in areas that fall under responsibility 
of the county government, and hence cooperation with the county government would be 
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expected. For this reason, cooperation between PDIs and the county government is central 
to the study. For some of the PDIs it accounts that certain aspects of their work belong to 
the jurisdiction of the national government instead of the county government. however, 
considering the feasibility of the study, this cooperation is not included in the current study.
Awareness and cooperation
All interviewees were asked to list development actors they were aware of operating in Kwale 
County. While this resulted in a comprehensive mapping of the more established actors from 
the bi- and multilateral aid channel and more established NGos, the number of PDIs men-
tioned by the interviewees, and in particular Dutch PDIs, did not reflect their actual number. 
From all the Dutch PDIs included in the mapping, only four of them were mentioned spon-
taneously. Whereas this might not be surprising considering the large number of small-scale 
organisations operating in the area, many of the organisations have a long track record and 
have been bringing in a considerable amount of money over the years. one could expect 
this to result in a certain level of awareness on the side of the government, or in cooperation 
between PDIs and the county government.
Interviewees’ estimates on the number of development actors deliberately working within 
the framework of the CIDP range from 30–40%, with the exception of one interviewee who 
expected 70% are doing so. Government officials felt that many smaller organisations work 
their way around the local government. one of the interviewees recalled an organisation 
that had been working for 15 years in the area before coming to the attention of county 
officials. The method of working of a large majority of the PDIs could be described as taking 
place ‘under the government radar’.
Most bi- and multilateral agencies and part of the established NGos enter the county 
through the national government level. The national government in its turn refers these 
organisations to the county government. PDIs cooperating with the county government 
approach the government directly or do so via the sub-county level. Experiences from gov-
ernment officials show that the government’s room to manoeuvre within the plans of inter-
national development agencies varies. The overall experience of government officials is that 
agencies entering government offices ‘have their plan, they come to share’ (Interview civil 
servant I). Informing is, according to most of the interviewees, an important reason for many 
agencies to make contact with local government offices. Several interviewees stress that 
Figure 1. Number of dutch Pdis in Kwale County. Source: Kinsbergen, Pdi database Kwale County 2017 
[datafile].
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often plans are already designed and budgets drafted before they approach the responsible 
department. In these cases, meeting with government officials appears as a formality they 
have to go through:
They come to inform what and where they are planning programmes. They do not really come 
to ask for approval, they are just informing. (Interview civil servant II)
Although government officials are not of the impression that these agencies are actually 
asking for permission, some of them come in ‘for a signature, to get their funding’ (Interview 
civil servant I). Many institutional donors of these agencies request a formal document includ-
ing a government signature as a proof of consent by the local government. While the number 
of PDIs mentioned is small, government officials have experience in cooperating with a 
number of them. occasionally, more intensive cooperation takes place between county 
governments and PDIs. In these accounts, the overall process is as follows: a PDI approaches 
the government presenting their general plan and preferred working area. In response to 
this, the government representative brings in the plans of the county government or a 
specific department. Through discussion both parties look for synergies, draft a joint plan 
and share responsibilities. Several examples were given by government officials of more 
established development actors that ceased their activities or changed their plans in 
response to the new government structure, plans and corresponding roles for develop-
ment actors:
Before devolution, the county government had no resources to do so [service delivery]. Now 
they have. Therefore, some of the NGos started to revise their strategic plan based on the new 
constitution. They became more active in the field of governance, capacity building of commu-
nities to take up their roles within the new constitution. (Interview civil servant III)
The second CIDP of Kwale County shows that when development actors are being included 
as (potential) partners in the government planning, it concerns mainly bi-, multi- and civilateral 
actors. No mention has been made of PDIs neither in the planning nor in the budgeting.64
Response of government
The above shows that overall the cooperation between county government and PDIs is 
limited. The response of government officials towards the seemingly evasive approach of 
PDIs could be best described as pragmatic: as one informant put it: ‘what can we do about 
it?’ (Interview civil servant III). overall, three lines of reasoning could be distinguished in their 
responses. First, to a large extent, the government understands the reticence of development 
actors in general, and PDIs in particular, in cooperating with county government. They are 
aware of the bureaucratic image of the government and realise this is a reason for many 
organisations to avoid any form of cooperation or to restrict cooperation to informing 
responsible authorities on their plans.
Second, several interviewees feel that international agencies in general, and PDIs in 
particular, need to get used to the new Kenyan government structure. The devolvement 
of government functions to county level is not yet completely clear to all agencies. Current 
government structures and officials involved are still relatively new, so finding their way 
can be challenging. At the same time, they are confident that with time comes understand-
ing and acceptance of the new structure from the side of (international) aid agencies. In 
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addition, there is hope that the new government structure will bring an end to dominant 
notions of government authorities being corrupt, bureaucratic and thereby a partner to 
be avoided.
Finally, among the government officials there is awareness of and understanding for the 
agenda-setting reality of foreign development agencies which limits the room to manoeuvre 
for county government within the plans. As one of the interviewees mentioned, ‘They [the 
organisations] have their mandate’ (Interview civil servant V), determining their thematic 
orientation and regional focus. Therefore, he understands that at the moment when devel-
opment agencies enter government offices, agencies’ programs and projects are often 
already determined and not always (directly) support governments policy and plans. Another 
interviewee pointed to the strong influence of institutional donors who, in their home coun-
tries, influence the agenda, plans and budget of agencies. he referred to this as ‘the long 
arm of the donor’ (Interview civil servant V), resulting in a preference for programmes and 
projects that allow for ‘quick wins’. he reflected on this by saying, with a shrugging of the 
shoulders: ‘if you cannot beat the system’ (Interview civil servant V).
Although there is understanding among government officials for a tendency among PDIs 
to avoid or limit their cooperation with county government authorities, in discussion it clearly 
emerged that they are convinced of the need for a closer cooperation. As one of the inter-
viewees stated: ‘you cannot just walk in and do what you want’ (Interview civil servant VI).
This conviction comes not so much from a legal perspective. At the time of our study, the 
legal framework of the Public Benefit organizations (PBo) Act in Kenya was under construc-
tion. Therefore, rules of engagement and the assignment of enforcement responsibility still 
had to be determined. Questions on what are the rules of engagement and what can hence 
be defined as ‘legal’ or ‘illegal’ operations of international aid agencies are open to discussion. 
Reflecting on the legal framework in the making, the respondents were not keen on drafting 
a framework with a strong focus on controlling and restricting, with the county government 
taking up the role of prefect. In addition, with the exception of one interviewee, none of 
them was in favour of budget support.
The urge of local government officials to enhance cooperation between PDIs and county 
government was strongly instigated from a development point of view. They aimed for a 
cooperation with all different stakeholders joining forces to reach the ambitious goals set 
in the CIDP. They highlighted several important downsides and consequences of non-existent 
or limited cooperation. Duplication and overlap where mentioned most frequently as neg-
ative consequences from a lack of cooperation. Not only did the interviewees consider this 
to result in inefficient and ineffective use of resources, but also in what they called ‘commu-
nity fatigue’, due to the variety of actors operating in the same area, targeting the same 
people. In order to ‘supplement the county […] it is so good to consult’ (Interview civil servant 
IV). Further, there is a conviction that synergies based on different competences can only 
come about when cooperation takes place. As one civil servant mentions: ‘There are clear 
areas where NGos would do better than the government’. he mentions strengthening gov-
ernance structures, capacity building and accountability. In addition, he states that ‘There 
are clear areas where government is better than NGos, such as infrastructure’. Therefore, 
agencies should ‘Identify and chose and fill the gaps. Building on the assessment from the 
government’. Finally, government officials mentioned several other roles they could under-
take when cooperating. They could protect international agencies from local actors with 
suspicious reputation. It would allow them to advise and, where possible, co-finance. 
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And although not considered as their primary role, it would also allow them to control what 
type of interventions where supported or implemented, where and by whom. one of the 
interviewees sums up the importance of cooperation stating that it ‘increases the legitimacy, 
credibility and trust of an organisation’.
Perception
Despite the strong belief of government officials in the importance of more intense 
cooperation between PDIs and the county government, and the finding that for a large 
number of PDIs this is limited, overall government officials are broadly positively inclined 
towards their presence. When reflecting on a potential exodus of PDIs working in Kwale, 
one interviewee responded: ‘this deficit would not be easily filled. We do not pray for 
that’. This is confirmed by a civil servant from a different department who says ‘Investments 
in [this department] are expensive. If they would leave, it would have a huge negative 
impact. The government does not have the capacity to take over’. Thus, although many 
of these PDIs do not directly align their interventions with the CIDP, there is a conviction 
that ‘what they are doing is not irrelevant’ (Interview civil servant VI). The needs of the 
local population are high, as several of the interviews mentioned, resulting in an overall 
pragmatic approach towards those bypassing government authorities or those approach-
ing governments with plans that do not allow much room for alignment with govern-
ment policy.
When talking with government officials on their relations with international agencies 
in general and PDIs in particular, this pragmatic approach is very apparent. Although 
formally in power, it feels as if the government is ‘being governed’ in part by the devel-
opment actors. When questioned how they experience this and how it affects their oper-
ations, it becomes clear it frustrates them. Interviews with other, national and international, 
organisations painted Kwale County government as an ambitious, progressive govern-
ment, committed to fully take up its role as a new government and determined to bring 
an end to perceptions of the government as being autocratic, bureaucratic and corrupt. 
They are concerned by the deprived situation of the county and dedicated to, through 
the CIDP, improve the living conditions of the population. For this purpose, they feel that 
strong ties with both national and international development agencies are required. 
Being confronted with many actors avoiding this cooperation is experienced as a serious 
challenge to the county government. When discussing this with the government official 
who was most outspoken on his feelings of frustration, he asked me whether I was a 
Christian. Without awaiting my response, he followed: ‘The Integrated Development Plan 
[CIDP] is our Bible, when working here, your first priority should be the CIDP’ (Interview 
civil servant II). he stressed the participatory consultation on which the CIDP is based, 
emphasising that the CIDP is not just a plan from the government, but a plan from the 
people of Kwale. he summarised his feeling saying: ‘people, we survive with them’. This 
reaction is in line with the pragmatic response described above. A different type of coop-
eration between the county government and the much-needed development organisa-
tions is preferred by government officials. however, their overall feeling is that not much 
can practically be done to achieve this, and a pathway of enforcement is not considered 
desirable.
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Legitimacy of PDIs
These findings allow for an initial analysis of the legitimacy of PDIs through the eyes of the 
government of Kwale County. As explained above, the question is what characteristics or 
behaviours does the county government consider when assessing the legitimacy of PDIs?65 
Following lister66 and ossewaarde et al.,67 four dimensions are being distinguished: regu-
latory, pragmatic, normative and cognitive. I will discuss the different sources of legitimacy 
in turn. The study shows that adherence to rules and regulations by PDIs was of less impor-
tance to the civil servants interviewed. only members of the health department labelled 
certain interventions by PDIs firmly as, in their terms, ‘illegal’, such as distributing medicines 
with no medical professionals being involved. lister68 emphasises the dynamic character of 
legitimacy, with legitimacy of an actor variable over time through changes in the context 
and in the organisation. Considering that the PBo Act in Kenya is still under construction (at 
time of writing), the question is if in the near future regulatory legitimacy might gain impor-
tance, once the rules and regulations for international aid agencies are set.
All interviewees conclude that, from a normative and pragmatic point of view, PDIs can 
be considered to be a legitimate player. The demands in Kwale County are huge and diverse. 
Subsequently, values and missions of PDIs directly respond to the goals of the county gov-
ernment, relating to the normative dimension of legitimacy. In addition, because of the high 
needs, most interventions of PDIs target one or more areas that are of interest to the county 
government as well, referring to the pragmatic dimension of legitimacy. however, at the 
same time respondents underline that bypassing the county government implies the risk 
that interventions do not align with the priorities set in the CIDP, such as in terms of geo-
graphical and thematic focus, and type of interventions, and might even disturb government 
strategies. It does not allow for creating direct synergies between government plans and 
those of PDIs. In terms of pragmatic legitimacy, from the county governments’ perception, 
a lot can be gained by starting or intensifying the cooperation between PDIs and government 
authorities.
The final source of legitimacy – cognitive – brings us to an interesting aspect of the legiti-
macy of PDIs. It becomes very apparent in this study that many PDIs are unknown to county 
government authorities. As described above, previous studies found that this is because some 
PDIs, deliberately or not, avoid the local government.69 This study shows that lack of or limited 
cooperation between both is also caused by local government authorities not being aware of 
or identifying PDIs as part of Kwale’s civil society community and thus as serious negotiating 
partners. This becomes apparent from the stakeholders’ meetings held by some of the depart-
ments. Although a very small number of PDIs or their local counterparts were invited to and 
participate in the meetings, the majority are not targeted as potential contributors. Currently, 
these departmental meetings, also at county level, seem to be largely reserved for established 
development actors which the county government is familiar with. These are bi- and multilat-
eral aid agencies which offer the county large budgets. For those PDIs and their local counter-
parts looking for sustainable ways of cooperating with the county government and other 
stakeholders in Kwale, this was a difficult, somewhat disappointing, experience. one can ques-
tion if it is feasible and desirable to include the broad spectrum of development agencies in 
government consultation processes. At the same time, considering that the government bud-
get is not sufficient to address the challenges identified in the CIDP, an open approach towards 
different types of, often smaller scale, unknown actors might be worth pursuing.
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The coincidence of the government’s pragmatic response and feelings of frustration 
brings us to the essence of the power play typical to aid giver–recipient relations. When 
needs are high and resources are not sufficient, how much room is there for governments 
to implement a different set of ‘rules of engagement’? This might be particularly challenging 
in relations between PDIs and government officials in areas such as Kwale, were PDIs are not 
only resourceful as being ‘givers of aid’ but also as ‘tourists’.
Conclusions
The findings show that aligning the plans and budgets of international aid agencies oper-
ating in Kwale into its CIDP is a challenging task. The high number and diversity of actors 
makes this a complex process. This turns out to be especially challenging when it concerns 
PDIs. Most of these small-scale voluntary development organisations operating in Kwale 
have limited relations with the county government. Whereas more established development 
actors are more likely to follow the formal routes, entering the county via the national gov-
ernment, many PDIs start working directly with their local counterparts. Although room for 
negotiating the plans of bi-, multilateral and established NGos is limited at times, they make 
themselves and their plans known to the county government. This allows the government 
to, at least, take these plans into consideration when designing or implementing their own 
plans, minimising risks of duplication and overlap.
For PDIs, this working manner it is not self-evident.70 First, PDIs might not see the added 
value in cooperating with the local government since many of them have been able to 
carry out their work without or with only limited cooperation. In addition, discussion with 
PDIs often show there is the fear that cooperation with the local government requires 
knowledge, skills and resources they might not possess. For those PDIs that look for coop-
eration with the county, there is the struggle of being acknowledged as a legitimate actor 
in the field. PDIs entering government authorities’ offices are mostly unknown players to 
government officials. This is in contrast to, for example, the World Bank and Plan International. 
When PDIs arrive with small grants and are ignorant of appropriate channels and proce-
dures, they might be considered ‘illegitimate’ in the eyes of the county government.
In conclusion, there is an interesting tension between the different sources of legitimacy 
of PDIs. In order for PDIs to gain in terms of pragmatic and normative legitimacy, they would 
have to invest in close cooperation with the county government and align their interven-
tions consciously with the CIDP of Kwale County. But in order to do so, they would have to 
be recognised as a serious partner. The mapping from which this study starts can be helpful 
for the county government in identifying PDIs as an actual actor in Kwale’s civil society 
landscape. Individually, these organisations might be small in size, but as a group they bring 
in a significant amount of resources to the county. At the same time, individual PDIs and 
PDIs as a group might want to position themselves and their operation as part of a broader 
picture and development agenda, acknowledging that in order to implement their indi-
vidual missions, cooperation with the county government is a beneficial. By doing so, PDIs 
would gain in terms of cognitive legitimacy. obviously, all this starts with PDIs operating 
in Kwale County to make themselves known to the county government. A regulatory frame-
work that requests international aid agencies to register at county level could contribute 
to this.
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In order for synergies to come about, government authorities should acknowledge PDIs 
as a serious stakeholder that can contribute to achieving the counties goal. PDIs, on the 
other hand, have to consider themselves as part of a larger community with government 
cooperation being a requirement.
This raises the question if PDIs are willing to intensify cooperation with the county gov-
ernment. how are their interests being served by staying under the legitimacy radar? 
Conversely, what do they stand to lose by giving up this position? And how does their 
‘coming-of-age’ affect their interactions with government officials? To broaden our under-
standing, a follow-up research will take place closely studying the cooperation between 
PDIs and (local) government authorities in order to understand mechanism inhibiting, stim-
ulating or facilitating cooperation.
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